English teachers love literature. They love to rcad it, think about it, and talk about it. They eagerly share their opinions and interpretations of it.
To use this approach successfully we must truly believe that there is not one righ t interpretation for a piece of literature, but instead, many possibilities.
Teachers who have not used this approach envision chaos in the classroom with students shouting, "But it's right because that's the way I sec It." They wonder If using a reader response approach means that anything goes and that their classrooms will become a loosey-goosey mess. Of course, no approach guarantees orderly classrooms, but students discussing in small groups are still orderly-although probably loud. Just because students sit passively in the teacher-dominated classroom docs notnecessar ily mean they are involved and learning.
Another worry teachers have is that students will miss some of the essential clements they believe are in a piece of literature. But the reader response approach asks students not only to respond to what they are reading, but puts the burden on them to find support for their Interpretations in the piece read. As they arc doing this, the elements oflitcrature have a way of slipping in. Students often use these elements in their discussions.
Also, using the reader response approach encourages students to
. '~ think about what it is that they bring to the piece that elicits their reaction.
Even ifteachcrs don't formalize this step and talk about reactions, students still do react. If their responses are not discussed, these reactions can oftcn interfere with an understanding of the story. For example, when my class read "The Worn Path" by Eudora Welty, some students viewed the old woman as doddering and stupid while others saw her as the perfect grandmother.
After sorting out, through discussion, why students reacted to the story as they did, we found out that they based their impreSSions of thc old woman on relationships they had mainly with their own grandmothers. Oncc studcnts were aware of why they reacted as they did, we workcd at looking at how the character was portrayed by going back into the story.
In addition to making students more aware of the ·whys" of their reactions, there are many other sound reasons for using this approach. First ofall. this approach empowers students by shOWing them that what they have to say is valued. Becausc students perceive that they are among many people working cqually toward an understanding ofa piece of literature. they become more ready to look at the possibilities the teacher may wish to contributc to the discussion.
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VollJ.me 8. Number 2 Second. because students are trytng to make sense of a pieee of literature and are using all the clues they can in the piece Itself. the elements the teacher is concerned abou t are often brought up by the students because they are interested in understanding the piece. For instance, in my sophomore American Literature class. when students were brainstorming motifs present in The Great Gatsby, they became very concerned with symbolism and offered several ways they believed it was used.
Third. our simply "covering" such elements as characterization and theme docs not guarantee that the student really absorbs the concepts. This is partly true because. as English teachers, we usually teach literature that we know well. Little by little we have uncovered different layers of meaning through rereading the text. It makes sense to us and stays with us because we were part of the process of uncovering. When we impose our ideas on students who are still grappling with such things as the motivations of characters, they cannot absorb the ready-madc interpretations we would like to give them. students must synthesize all they know and go beyond the text when they create new pieces ofliterature about the texts read. Critical thinking has been at the top of the list of educational objectives for years. and applying the reader response theory in our classes is one of the best ways to encourage the critical thinking we say is so important.
Fifth, using the reader response approach is fun for both the teacher and the students. It is fun for the teacher because the students will come up with ideas and interpretc'ltions that the teacher has never thought of. It is fun for the students because they arc part of the process of making meaning out of a piece of literature. It is also enjoyable because the process is active; stUdents are not sitting passively taking notes.
Sixth, using this approach is a surefire way to integrate reading.
Writing. speaking. and listening. Students read and respond to a piece. share 43 that response in groups. listen to other students' interpretations, synthesize what they have heard. and write in response to the whole process.
When trying to elicit such "reader responses" from students. it is best to begin slowly by asking questions such as these as students read:
What struck you about the stol)'/poem? What kinds of things did you notice?
What would you like to talk about after reading this?
What issues did it raise for you?
Were there parts that confused you?
What questions would you like to ask? Did anything upset you or make you angl)'?
Is there anything you wan t to ask any of the characters?
How did you feel after you read the poem/stol)'?
What made you feel this way?
Note that evaluative questions such as "Did you like or dislike this piece and why?" are not part of this list. Evaluation and judgment can come after after students have been involved with the piece for awhile and have discussed a variety of points ofview regarding it. Asking student..'1 questions that force them to make a judgment about a piece before such discussions often commits them to a point of view, They then are reluctant to listen to other evidence that disagrees with their assessment and are even more reluctant to change their minds. Described below are some classroom strategies that avoid such closure while still beginning with the students' responses.
1. After assigning a story or a poem and having students read it, ask each student to bring to class three issues or questions for discussion. Collect the questions and begin a whole class discussion based on student questions.
2. Ask each student to write down two or three issues or questions before coming to class. Let students work in groups of four. sharing their questions \Vith the group and discussing them. Each group can report the high lights of its discussion to the class.
3. Ask each student to write down three words which he or she feels best describes a character. In groups. students share their words and their reasons for selecting these words. Each group decides which three or more words best fit the character, They share their conclusions with the class. Activities such as those described above provide excellent preparation for more elaborate written responses to literature, Student writing about literature can take a variety of forms in our classrooms, Whenever possible, I try to give students choices in writing assignments so they have the chance to write something in response to a novel or story or poem that means a lot to them, Once again, it makes sense to begin with assignments that center on the students' own responses to the literature, This is also true when the whole class is engaged in the same assignment. Described below are a number ofwriting activities that begin with students' responses and allow for a good deal of student choice. Students can also pick out poems that say something about the theme or setting of a book. When students turn in copies of the poems, they write on the back who they think the poems would be important to and why.
The teacher can read these poems aloud and have stu dents write down who or what the poem speaks to and why. After reading two or three, discuss student an swers, This is another easy way to get students thinking about the piece of literature and to engage them in lively discussions.
3. Awards. After reading a novel or a group of short stories. While all of this is going on with individual students.
with other students to share their sense of what they've read;
listening to other students as these studcnts also try to make meaning in small groups; and they are writing in response to what they've read. Students benefit from this integration of reading, writing, speaking. and listening because they are using skills in a complete context. They are not being asked to speak for the sake ofmaking a speeeh. They are not simply doing a listening exercise. are to see know how to are not reading just to be tested on content. Instead. all of these language arts blend together naturally and successfully because students are involved in real learning in which they grapple with meaning and try to create something of their own.
The reader response approach reinforces this natural integration.
Students usually come away from these kinds of classroom experiences feeling very positive because the talk and the product is theirs. They are no longer using their energy to guess what the teacher wants them to think; instead, they are spending energy on creating somethin!! that thev have a stake in.
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5. Write a serious or humorous essay on ways to cure lone liness or on how deceiving appearances can be. If you do a talk show format. you should probably organize it thematically.
Issues of poverty. racism, lack of security for the old and handicapped.
society's expectations for women. mercy killing. etc. could be explored.
Include at least some of the characters as guests.
WRITING ASSIGNMENT
Write a scene or chapter for OjMice and Men that is suggested by the sto!),. Write it as a short story or as a play. Use Steinbeck's style as much as possible-uncomplicated words, lots of dialogue, repetition. etc. Also begin the chapter or scene with a description of the setting. Some sugges tions:
